Can Dance Therapy be related to Spiritual Ritual?

Abstract
A relation between dance therapy and spiritual ritual is often mentioned in dance therapy literature. In older dance therapy literature the roots of dance therapy are seen in ancient rituals, while in more recent accounts dance therapy is seen to extend into spiritual practises. These ideas triggered me to do some research and, drawing from my own experiences, look into the possibility of finding a connection between group dance therapy and spiritual ritual. 
In the following, I will first describe a part of a clinical dance therapy process, and briefly outline the group process in which I was the main group leader, dance therapist. Since we cannot know through direct experience about ancient rituals, I will then proceed to the description of a part of a Haitian Voodoo ritual in which I participated a number of years ago. Afterwards, I will see what possible relations between the two different forms of activity may be found. 
A Dance Therapy Session
I will give an account of a part of a dance therapy session in its context that is the therapeutic group process as it developed during the year we worked together. The setting was a Norwegian mental hospital. The participants were four long term psychiatric patients. They were men whose ages ranged from18 to 41. Two of them were diagnosed with chronic schizophrenia, one of the two suffered from depression that his chronic condition caused for him. The other man was withdrawn and at times appeared to be in a catatonic state. The two other men had criminal backgrounds; the older one had spent 20 years in a mental health asylum for insane criminals, during which time he had shown autistic behaviour. The other was suicidal. All of these men displayed great contact problems in their abilities to form social relationships. They were physically extremely stiff, and they did not use speech. Yet they were motivated for dance therapy. Three female staff members participated in the group to support the group. The purpose of the therapy was re-socialization.
Description of a dance therapy session

The fifth dance therapy session: Ready to meet the group and its moods I entered the gymnasium where the participants were waiting for me. The men mooched around on the edges of the space avoiding contact with any of the others. The three nurses were sitting and chatting with each other. I was told that the group had been on an outing day trip. “So you have been on the mountains,” I said, “did you enjoy the tour?” No answer. “Please, tell me about it.” No answer. “You can SHOW me, let us go to the mountain!” I bent down to lift an imaginary rucksack and started a heavy march up the hill. I recognized that the participants followed me. “What a scenery, “ I exclaimed, “bright autumn colours, and shining tops in the far distance… and here, stones, loose, rolling ones, and sharp ones… on the edge of a ravine…” Arve, the youngest of the men, sat on the floor, he did not follow us. As I passed him he caught my ankle. “Oh, my foot got stuck in something,” I cried, “I can’t get it loose, oh, how can I get it…?” The group came and helped to free my foot. The tour continued.
On the next round I discovered Arve: “How come, look, Arve is sitting here. Why is he…? It looks like he is stuck, indeed he is… in a swamp…. He is sinking …., we must…“ Indeed, something must be done, immediately, fast…. The group members started to drag him out of the mud. They got him up, tried to clean him and started to take him somewhere. The question arose: “Where are we bringing him?” “Home,” someone said. “But where is home?” I asked. ” The problem was solved by two of the men taking hands and creating a tiny circle around Arve to give him a home. In this way the process had come to its own conclusion.
The entire dance therapy group process, from which I have only presented a small portion to you, had moved from improvised group dramas to work with resistance exercises in pairs, to individual body work in the group, then to play rhythm instruments, to become familiar with modern dance music, to learn about rhythm-movement relations, and to dance, and also to exercise speech. Eventually, the individuals of the group were sent to various tasks of social training outside the hospital. 
The final culmination of our work together presented a joint dinner at a local

restaurant, and a final dance in one of the city’s well-known dance clubs.

This dance event marked the end of our dance therapy re-socialization process. The process was completed as a multilevel event (Parvia 1994), and the treatment team hoped that it would continue to last and transfer beyond the therapy situation into other areas of these clients’ lives.
A Haitian Voodoo ritual

I will try to describe a part of a voodoo ritual in which I participated, and which took place in Brooklyn, New York, many years ago. Albert, who was, like myself, a voodoo dancer and an initiated member of the Voodoo society in Brooklyn, invited me to join him to go to a Voodoo ritual. It was late at night when we went

to the ritual place. We found our selves in a large basement, where discharged stoves, fridges and other junk were stored. We paved our way through this and eventually found another large room in which some people were sitting on chairs along the walls. The room had a concrete floor, the walls were of white painted bricks, and the ceiling was covered with pipes. From these pipes coloured paper strips were hung. The room had a simple bed, a worn out couch and several different, old kitchen chairs. On the wall, above the bed a picture of Christ hang. This barren basement room seemed to be someone’s home, and now it was used for a ritual purpose. We found chairs for ourselves and greeted those who were sitting closest to us.
From the space I turned my attention to the people. They were adults, some of them I recognized from earlier voodoo rituals. They were sitting and talking quietly. There was a sentiment of anticipation as is usually the case at the beginning of a ritual. I looked at the peaceful congregation. I perceived these people as open and sensitive, portraying human warmth and dignity. I thought to myself, it does not matter where you are, when you are together with people who transmit so much human quality as these people here do. A deep peace filled my being, and the ascetic room disappeared from my awareness, and what remained was just the presence of the people.
We sat in the light of candles which were placed in front of the altar at the other end of the room. By the altar, I saw the voodoo priest in his concentration preparing himself for the ritual. He did not look at anybody or talk to anybody. On the altar some symbolic items, such as men’s neckties and fruits were displayed. 
After a rather long waiting, the ritual began, but without drums; for some reasons the drummers did not show up. A mambo, a woman voodoo priest started the ritual by singing and accompanying herself with her ritual instrument, the maraca. People joined in by singing their parts and clapping the rhythms with their hands. After this initial singing the houngan, the voodoo priest, took over to conduct the ritual.

The houngan was a special looking man, he was very thin, and his skin colour was very dark, he was perhaps in his fifties. He looked like a strong person. He was dressed in dark pants which were rolled up under his knees, and in a deep red shirt that was left hanging outside his pants. His assistant, a young man, also wore a red shirt, but it was not the same dramatic blood red colour, but rather like tomato red.

The houngan held a leather rod in his right hand. 
The ritual leaders, moving by the altar in the light of the candles, threw long shadows on the floor. The paper strips hanging from the ceiling created another play of lights and shades. This play of lights and shadows gave me the impression of being outdoors in the woods which was lit up much like through a campfire. After a while, several tall, handsome Haitians entered the space, and immediately they started to give sounds and shrieks of tropical birds and wood animals. Their voices confirmed my impression that we found ourselves deep in a tropical forest somewhere far away from our everyday spatial realities.
As I dwelled in the forest sentiment, something happened. I looked around but could not recognize any difference, everything looked just the same, and yet, something had just happened. Then I saw it, the houngan was changed into a very different personality. The realization was like a shock, I felt we were thrown back in time into some archaic other-world. 
The houngan was now an old man in front of our eyes, his appearance, his carriage and his features, his stiff legs, and his mode of speaking, the whole of his personality was totally changed. His voice was an old man’s voice as he addressed himself in Haitian patois to the congregation. He said amusing things that made people laugh. But that was not all, at the same time he was possessed by a child’s spirit, he switched between these two characters in an enjoyable interaction with the congregation. 
Then the old man went out to the other room, and when returning he pulled a thick iron chain after him across the floor. The chain had been placed inside a gas fire since the morning. I could not see it was red, but people said it was burning hot. The possessed man handled it with his bare hands. He collected the chain in front of the altar into a heap and placed it into another gas fire.
As the conversation between the spirits and the people ceased, some women went out and brought in big iron pots full of food. They placed the pots in front of the altar. They served the ritual leaders first, then the women. To my surprise I was the first woman to be served. Then all the others had their turns. It was heavy Creole food, but there was nothing to drink. Perhaps my friend’s thirstiness was the reason why he wanted to leave. We left knowing that the ritual would last all night long.
Looking for connections
I will now look at both, the dance therapy event and the Voodoo ritual to find possible relations and connections between the two types of processes.

A Voodoo ritual is a short, independent one-night process. Within its structure a Voodoo ritual may contain 21 chained events with intervals between them. Rituals themselves are not chained into long progressions towards definite goals the way a dance therapy group processes are chained. A dance therapy process with persons diagnosed as chronically mentally ill, forms usually a long-term progression towards a defined change. Both processes, that of the short Voodoo, and that of the longer dance therapy contain chained events within their structures. 
The structure of the dance therapy process described here determined the location where the group was to work, the composition of the group, the length of the therapy and its aim. The structure of the Voodoo ritual, its pattern, rhythms, colours and symbols was recognized as that of a Haitian Pedro rite. 
While dance therapy processes and Voodoo rituals are structured events, they are also framed events. Frames may be implicit, or initially discussed in the group.

The leaders of both events prepared themselves through mental concentration to meet their groups and to interact with them (Parvia 1998). The members of the groups waited in a silenced atmosphere of anticipation, knowing by their previous experiences what type of event they were going to. There was a tacit agreement about the frame.

Both leaders addressed themselves to their groups, whereas the group members said nothing or very little, yet responding to what was said. It was the actual situations that determined how the leaders acted in relation to their groups. The perspectives were interactive.
The dance therapy session described hardly represents a usual dance therapy group session with hospitalized mental patients: According to a common practise a dance therapist introduces a warm up, conducts repetitive or synchronous dance/movement sequences, gradually slows down the activity and discusses what was done (Parvia 1995). I neither introduced a predetermined pattern nor wished to control the group. Therapy means change. Changes hardly happen under controlled circumstances. In our group, changes were what we worked for. When a patient challenged the frame, or when he deviated from what he believed was expected from him, then something happened. When Arve sat down on the floor and refused to partake in the mountain drama, I did not force him back to the group or leave him out of the group process. I turned to the group for an aid. Within the frame the group solved the problem. The group dynamics took over and led the process to its conclusion. The frame was shaken, but it was flexible enough to allow improvisation, and changes and transformations to happen. (Bateson 1985, Bateson & Bateson 1987, Skolnik 1989).
The Voodoo ritual here deviates from what is usual in voodoo rituals. 
The Pedro rite is said to originate from the Indians that inhabited Haiti before Europeans invaded the land. But that does not need to concern us, what is crucial here is that the drums were missing. The fact that the drums were missing shook the ritual frame badly. It is because the holy drums dictate the progression of a ritual. However, people who knew the rhythms started to clap them with their hands, thus they solved the rhythm problem whereby the ritual proceeded.

Drums also give signs to the houngan as when he is to get possessed, or they aid his possession by breaking the ritual rhythm patterns. However, this houngan conducted the ritual without any outside structuring of the event; the ritual structure was all internalized in him himself. He induced the ritual transformations and amusements within the frame of the event.
What changes and transformations can be seen here? 

In the dance therapy process Arve, whose life situation metaphorically was expressed as the swamp where he sank, was lifted up by the group, brought away from the danger into safety and given a home. Those, who gave him the home, where two men, who had withdrawn from contact with people for fifteen and twenty years. A change had happened; separated individuals acted as a group and solved problems together. Through the group process as a whole the group members learned coping strategies, cooperation skills, problem solving abilities, and they gained greater personal independence. The group re-socialized the individuals to a life outside the hospital. This multilevel process made the individual to re-structure his orientation towards the world, and to change his attitudes towards people and society. A transformation happened that changed the individual. The end of our therapy then marked the beginning of a new way for the individual, and a new dimension in his life.

In the ritual too, changes happened when ritual problems, such as the missing drums, were solved creatively. Time and space relations were changed as we got moved from the harsh everyday realities of an alienated city into the imaginary ideal home of a tropical forest. (However, no rain forests are found in Haiti today, forests are cut down for long ago, and the land is eroded – the reason for Haiti’s hunger – and for emigration). The old man, the metaphor of the end of a way of life, and the child, the metaphor of the beginning of a way of life met. At the crossroads the two dimensions, the end and the beginning, death and life, fused, and opened up for insights into the deep meaning and beauty of our lives.
Conclusion
The possible relation between dance therapy and ritual can be seen in the basic attitude and the knowledge bases of the two leaders, the dance therapist and the ritual specialist. Both were committed to their work, and to serve their groups.
Maurice Block sees the knowledge base of an expert as an integrated and complex knowledge. This form of knowledge is acquired through experience and it is only partly linguistic (Block 1994). Related to group leadership, this integrated, partly non-linguistic understanding and knowing gives the leader confidence and provides the necessary skills to master the challenges of different group situations. The confidence of the leader brings about an atmosphere of safety. Rather than attempting to control the group process, the leader can act and facilitate the group creatively. S/he lets the group process unfold according to its own inherent ways and lets transformations take place. In addition, the leaders’ sense of humour is yet another factor that allows metaphoric play of fantasy and paradox to unfold. 
It is the leaders’ basics attitude towards his/her work, fellow human beings and life, which seems to serve as a precondition for the possibilities of transformations to take place, and for the opening up of insights which may change some individuals’ lives.
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